METHODS, APPARATUS AND ARTICLES-OF-MANUFACTURE 
FOR SECONDARY REFERRAL TRACKING 
. ON A PUBLIC-ACCESS COMPUTER NETWORK 

5 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention relates generally to the field 
of computer network-based electronic commerce ( "e -commerce 11 ) . 
10 More particularly, the invention relates to methods, systems 
and articles-of-manuf acture for tracking and compensating 
commercial referral sources in network-based e-commerce 
q environments, such as the Internet or the world-wide web 
SI ("www"). Still more particularly, the invention relates to 
15"* methods, apparatus and articles-of-manuf acture for tracking 

! ; i 

and/or compensating secondary referrals — such as situations 
p in which a web site refers a user to first e-commerce site 
m (the "primary referral"), then the first e-commerce site 
Q refers the user to a second e-commerce site (a "secondary 
20 referral"), and the second e-commerce site refers the user to 

a third e-commerce site (another "secondary referral"), etc. 

— in a public-access computer network, and for creating 

incentives for e-commerce merchants (or others) to make such 

secondary referrals . 


25 


BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

Referral tracking systems are well-known and widely- 
used on the Internet. These systems originated with Internet 
advertisers, who desired methods to demonstrate the 
effectiveness of their advertisements in directing users to a 
customer's web site. By keeping records of users who utilize 
a given advertisement link to reach a customer's web site, 
advertisers could demonstrate to their customers that their 
advertisements were responsible for referring a specific 
number of users (each a potential purchaser) the customers' 
web sites. While this sort of early referral tracking 
provided some quantitative measure of an advertisement's 
effectiveness, it was less than ideal. In particular, it did 
not provide any measure of the actual revenue attributable to 
a given advertisement (or other referral), but only the number 
of hits or referrals generated. 

A significant advance over the early number-of-hits- 
based tracking approaches is described U.S. Patent No. 
5,991,740, entitled DATA PROCESSING SYSTEM FOR INTEGRATED 
TRACKING AND MANAGEMENT OF COMMERCE RELATED ACTIVITIES ON A 
PUBLIC ACCESS NETWORK, to Messer, which patent is incorporated 
herein by reference. The '740 patent discloses a network- 
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based system in which a user visiting a web site can utilize 
a specially-formatted navigational link, provided by the web 
site, to reach an e-commerce merchant. Although transparent 
to the user, the navigational link, when engaged by the user, 
initiates a process whereby information related to any 
purchase (s) the user ultimately makes at the e-commerce 
merchant's site is stored. This stored information proves 
extremely useful, since it provides a quantitative answer to 
question: "How effective was" each referral in generating 
revenue for the merchant"? It also enables a wide class of 
advantageous, win-win revenue-sharing arrangements, whereby 
merchants may offer to compensate entities (commonly referred 
to as "affiliates") who refer customers based, for example, on 
a percentage of the referred customers 1 purchases. Various 
improvement ( s ) and/or refinement ( s ) the '74 0 invention is/are 
disclosed in U.S. Patent Application S/N's 09/558,356, 
entitled TRANSACTION TRACKING, MANAGING, ASSESSMENT AND 
AUDITING DATA PROCESSING SYSTEM AND NETWORK, and 09/098,860, 
entitled TRANSACTION TRACKING AND ASSESSMENT DATA PROCESSING 
SYSTEM AND NETWORK, both of which applications are also 
incorporated herein by reference. 
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A similar, but significantly less flexible, approach 
to such referral tracking is also disclosed in U.S. Patent 
Nos. 6, 016, 504, entitled METHOD AND SYSTEM FOR TRACKING THE 
PURCHASE OF A PRODUCT AND SERVICES OVER THE INTERNET, and 
6,029,141, entitled INTERNET-BASED CUSTOMER REFERRAL SYSTEM, 
both incorporated herein by reference. These patents teach a 
merchant-based approach, in which a software module installed 
on the merchant's server tracks affiliate referrals and 
compensates affiliates whose referrals result in purchases. 

While the above-incorporated sources disclose 
workable systems and teach various components, elements and 
techniques useful in connection with the invention described 
herein, such systems still suffer from various deficiencies 
that limit their overall effectiveness in providing an 
optimally efficient referral-based e-commerce marketplace. In 
particular, known techniques do not provide any means for 
motivating, tracking and compensating secondary referrals. 
Consider for example, a situation in which an affiliate refers 
a customer to gourmet food merchant, where the referred 
customer purchases some steaks, for which the affiliate 
receives a referral commission. In this situation, there is 
good probability that the customer may still be interested in 
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purchasing additional related good, such as red wine or steak 
knives, that are not stocked by the gourmet food merchant. 

Accordingly, it would be highly desirable to have a 
method, system and article-of-manuf acture through which an e- 
commerce merchant could make secondary referrals to vendors of 
related goods. It would also be highly desirable to have a 
method, system and article-of-manuf acture through which both 
primary and secondary referral sources are rewarded, or 
compensated, when a secondary referral results in a purchase. 
Still further, it would be highly desirable to have a method, 
system and article-of-manuf acture which enables tracking of 
such secondary referrals and compensation using a flexible and 
extensible architecture. These, as well as other, needs are 
addressed by the present invention. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

In light of the above, one general object of the 
invention relates to improved methods, systems and articles- 
of-manuf acture for motivating, tracking and compensating 
referral sources to, and among, a plurality of e-commerce 
merchants . 


Another object of the invention relates to improved 
1 methods, apparatus and articles-of-manuf acture for use in 
connection with network-based e-commerce environments to 
enable compensation, or additional compensation, of primary 
5 referral sources when resulting secondary referrals lead to 
additional purchases, thereby increasing the potential reward 
associated with primary referrals, and encouraging primary 
referrals to merchants who aggressively exploit cross-selling 
opportunities available through use of secondary referrals. 
1<P Still another object of the invention relates to 

N' improved methods, apparatus and articles-of-manuf acture for 
^ use in connection with network-based e-commerce environments 
to enable tracking of, and compensation for, secondary 
q referrals from e-commerce merchants to other e-commerce 
isijh merchants, thereby motivating e-commerce merchants to 
Q aggressively exploit cross-selling opportunities, and 
encouraging other e-commerce merchants to enroll in merchant 
groups or networks that support secondary referral tracking 
and compensation. 
20 Yet another object of the invention relates to 

improved methods, apparatus and articles-of-manuf acture for 
use in connection with network-based e-commerce environments 
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to enable sharing of commissions resulting from secondary 
referrals in accordance with a variety of preselected 
commission allocation schemes, thus providing a flexible 
environment in which to select, or optimize, commission 
allocation schemes for maximum profit, or to meet other goals 
( e.g. , maximum primary referrals, maximum secondary referrals, 
etc . ) . 

These, as well as other objects and advantages of the 
present invention, will become apparent in light of the 
description and claims below. 

Now, generally speaking, and without intending to be 
limiting, one aspect of the invention relates to a method of 
tracking selected referrals in a network-based e-commerce 
environment, including a plurality of network-connected 
e-commerce sites accessible by a plurality of 
network-connected users, the method comprising: enrolling at 
least two e-commerce sites in a merchant network; providing a 
first navigational link that allows network-connected users to 
reach a first one of the e-commerce sites that have enrolled 
in the merchant network; providing a second navigational link 
that allows network-connected users to navigate from the first 
one of the e-commerce sites to a second one of the e-commerce 
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sites that have enrolled in the merchant network; and 
compensating entities associated with the first and second 
navigational links when a network-connected user utilizes the 
first navigational link to reach the first e-commerce site, 
utilizes the second navigational link to reach the second 
e-commerce site and completes a commercial transaction at the 
second e-commerce site. Compensating entities associated with 
the first and second navigational links may involve splitting 
a referral commission associated with the commercial 
transaction between the entities associated with the first and 
second navigational links, assigning equal portions of a 
referral commission associated with the commercial transaction 
to each of the entities associated with the first and second 
navigational links, assigning a majority portion of a referral 
commission associated with the commercial transaction to the 
entity associated with the first navigational link and 
assigning a minority portion of the referral commission to the 
entity associated with the second navigational link, or 
assigning a minority portion of a referral commission 
associated with the commercial transaction to the entity 
associated with the first navigational link and assigning a 
majority portion of the referral commission to the entity 
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associated with the second navigational link. The method may 
further involve compensating only an entity associated with 
the first navigational link when a network-connected user 
utilizes the first navigational link to reach the first 
e-commerce site and completes a commercial transaction at the 
first e-commerce site and/or compensating only an entity 
associated with the second navigational link when a 
network-connected user utilizes the second navigational link 
to reach the second e-commerce site and completes a commercial 
transaction at the second e-commerce site. The method may 
also involve providing a third navigational link that allows 
network-connected users to navigate from the second one of the 
e-commerce sites to a third one of the e-commerce sites that 
have enrolled in the merchant network and compensating 
entities associated with the first, second and third 
navigational links when a network-connected user utilizes the 
first navigational link to reach the first e-commerce site, 
utilizes the second navigational link to reach the second 
e-commerce site, utilizes the third navigational link to reach 
the third e-commerce site and completes a commercial 
transaction at the third e-commerce site. Compensating 
entities associated with the first, second and third 
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navigational links may involve assigning equal portions of a 
referral commission associated with the commercial transaction 
completed at the third e-commerce site to each of the entities 
associated with the first, second and third navigational 
links, assigning a majority portion of a referral commission 
associated with the commercial transaction completed at the 
third e-commerce site to the entities associated with the 
second and/or third navigational links, or assigning a 
majority portion of a referral commission associated with the 
commercial transaction completed at the third e-commerce site 
to the entity associated with the third navigational link. 

Again, generally speaking, and without intending to 
be limiting, another aspect of the invention relates to a 
method of compensating sources who refer network-connected 
users to, and among, a group of e-commerce merchants, the 
method comprising: providing a plurality of network-accessible 
primary referral links configured to direct network-connected 
users from a source outside the group of e-commerce merchants 
to selected ones of the e-commerce merchants in the group of 
e-commerce merchants; providing a plurality of 
network-accessible secondary referral links configured to 
direct network-connected users from e-commerce merchants in 
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the group of e-commerce merchants to other e-commerce 
merchants in the group of e-commerce merchants; compensating 
a primary referral source in response to completion of an 
e-commerce transaction at one of the e-commerce merchants in 

5 the group of e-commerce merchants, where the user who 
completed the transaction was referred to the e-commerce 
merchant by a referral link provided by the primary referral 
source; and, compensating primary and secondary referral 
sources in response to completion of an e-commerce transaction 

iq!3 at one of the e-commerce merchants in the group of e-commerce 
merchants, where the user who completed the transaction was 

~~i 

- A. 

p referred to the secondary referral source by a referral link 
provided by the primary referral source, and the user was 

=: 

i*l referred to the e-commerce merchant by a referral link 
ify provided by the secondary referral source. Compensating 
D primary and secondary referral sources may involve assigning 
equal shares of a commission associated with the completion of 
the e-commerce transaction to the primary and secondary 
referral sources, assigning a majority portion of a commission 
20 associated with the completion of the e-commerce transaction 
to the primary referral source and assigning a minority 
portion of the commission to the secondary referral source, or 
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assigning a majority portion of a commission associated with 
the completion of the e-commerce transaction to the secondary 
referral source and assigning a minority portion of the 
commission to the primary referral source. 

Again, generally speaking, and without intending to 
be limiting, another aspect of the invention relates to a 
method of tracking commissions earned by primary referrals to, 
and secondary referrals among, a group of e-commerce 
merchants, the method comprising: providing a plurality of 
network-accessible primary referral links configured to direct 
network-connected users from a source outside the group of 
e-commerce merchants to selected ones of the e-commerce 
merchants in the group of e-commerce merchants, each of the 
primary referral links including a primary referral source 
identifier that identifies the source of the primary referral 
link; providing a plurality of network-accessible secondary 
referral links configured to direct network-connected users 
from e-commerce merchants in the group of e-commerce merchants 
to other e-commerce merchants in the group of e-commerce 
merchants, each of the secondary referral links including a 
secondary referral source identifier that identifies the 
source of the secondary referral link; and, in response to a 


network-connected user's engagement of a secondary referral 
link to navigate from a first e-commerce merchant in the group 
of e-commerce merchants to second e-commerce merchant in the 
group of e-commerce merchants, storing primary and secondary 
source identifiers associated with any primary and secondary 
referral links utilized by the user to reach the first 
e-commerce merchant. Storing primary and secondary source 
identifiers associated with any primary and secondary referral 
links utilized by the user to reach the first e-commerce 
merchant may involve embedding primary and secondary source 
identifiers associated with any primary and secondary referral 
links utilized by the user to reach the first e-commerce 
merchant in a navigational link utilized to direct the user to 
the second e-commerce merchant, directing the user from the 
first e-commerce merchant to the second e-commerce merchant 
through a clearinghouse server and storing, at the 
clearinghouse server, primary and secondary source 

identifiers associated with any primary and secondary referral 
links utilized by the user to reach the first e-commerce 
merchant, and/or sending a message to a clearinghouse server 
containing the primary and secondary source identifiers 
associated with any primary and secondary referral links 
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utilized by the user to reach the first e-commerce merchant. 

Again, generally speaking, and without intending to 
be limiting, another aspect of the invention relates to a 
method for permitting an e-commerce merchant, in a group of 
5 e-commerce merchants, to earn commissions by referring 
customers to other merchant (s) in the group of e-commerce 
merchants, the method comprising: permitting a user to select 
product (s) and/or service (s) for purchase at the e-commerce 
merchant's site; in response to the user's selection(s) of 
1O product (s) and/or service (s), referring the user to another 
Nj e-commerce merchant in the group of e-commerce merchants; in 
n response to the user's purchase of product (s) and/or 
j : 5 service (s) from the another e-commerce merchant, selectively 
p assigning a commission associated with the purchase as 
1$1J follows: all of the commission to the e-commerce merchant who 
p. referred the user to the another e-commerce merchant, if the 
e-commerce merchant would not owe commissions to a any 
referring entity (ies) for purchases made by the user from the 
e-commerce merchant, or if the e-commerce merchant would owe 
20 commissions to one or more referring entity (ies) for purchases 
made by the user from the e-commerce merchant, part of the 
commission to the e-commerce merchant, and part of the 
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commission to one or more of the one or more referring 
entity(ies) . Assigning part of the commission associated with 
the purchase to the e-commerce merchant and part of the 
commission to one or more of the referring entity (ies) may 

5 involve assigning a majority of the commission to the 
e-commerce merchant, or assigning a majority of the commission 
to one or more of the referring entity(ies). 

Again, generally speaking, and without intending to 
be limiting, another aspect of the invention relates to a 
id3 network-based e-commerce environment, comprising: a 

N network-accessible merchant enrollment processing module, 
optionally configured to enroll e-commerce merchants in a 

Irs merchant network through an automated, on-line process; a 

p network-accessible affiliate enrollment processing module, 
iiU optionally configured to enroll affiliates through an 

M automated, on-line process, thereby enabling enrolled 
affiliates to provide primary referral links to enrolled 
e-commerce merchants; and a commission processing module, 
configured to: assign compensation to an affiliate in response 
20 to (i) a network-connected user's use of a primary referral 
link provided by the affiliate to reach an enrolled e-commerce 
merchant and (ii) the user's completion of a transaction with 
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the e-commerce merchant, and assign compensation to both an 
affiliate and an enrolled e-commerce merchant in response to 
(i) a network-connected user's use of a primary referral link 
provided by the affiliate to reach the enrolled e-commerce 
merchant, (ii) the user's use of a secondary referral link 
provided by the e-commerce merchant to reach another enrolled 
e-commerce merchant and (iii) the user's completion of a 
transaction with the another e-commerce merchant. The 
merchant enrollment processing module may include a merchant 
identification module that assigns a unique merchant 
identifier to each newly enrolled merchant and/or a merchant 
software stub installation module that provides tracking 
software for installation at enrolled e-commerce merchants. 
The affiliate enrollment processing module may include an 
affiliate identification module that assigns a unique 
affiliate identifier to each newly enrolled affiliate. The 
primary referral links may each include an affiliate 
identifier. The commission processing module may be hosted by 
a network-connected clearinghouse server, separate from the 
enrolled e-commerce merchants. The enrollment processing 
modules may also hosted by the clearinghouse server. The 
commission processing module may be further configured to 
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assign compensation to both the affiliate and the enrolled 
e-commerce merchant by splitting between the affiliate and 
enrolled merchant a commission equal to that which the 
affiliate would receive for referring the user directly to the 
another e-commerce merchant. Such commission splitting may 
assign equal shares of the split commission to the affiliate 
and the enrolled e-commerce merchant, assign a majority share 
of the split commission to the affiliate and a minority share 
of the split commission to the enrolled e-commerce merchant, 
or assign a minority share of the split commission to the 
affiliate and a majority share of the split commission to the 
enrolled e-commerce merchant. 

Again, generally speaking, and without intending to 
be limiting, another aspect of the invention relates to a 
network-based system for compensating sources who refer 
network-connected users to, and among, a group of e-commerce 
merchants, the system comprising: a plurality of 
network-accessible primary referral links configured to direct 
network-connected users from a source outside the group of 
e-commerce merchants to selected ones of the e-commerce 
merchants in the group of e-commerce merchants; a plurality of 
network-accessible secondary referral links configured to 
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direct network-connected users from e- commerce merchants in 
the group of e-commerce merchants to other e-commerce 
merchants in the group of e-commerce merchants; means (of any 
sort whatsoever, such as an embedded software module in one or 
5 more of the e-commerce servers, or a separate software module 
hosted by, for example, a clearinghouse server) for 
compensating a primary referral source in response to 
completion of an e-commerce transaction at one of the 
e-commerce merchants in the group of e-commerce merchants, 
iqg where the user who completed the transaction was referred to 
-Jj the e-commerce merchant by a referral link provided by the 
H primary referral source; and means (of any sort whatsoever, 
Hi: such as an embedded software module in one or more of the e- 

ijf 

q commerce servers, or a separate software module hosted by, for 
1511 example, a clearinghouse server) for compensating primary and 
Q secondary referral sources in response to completion of an 
e-commerce transaction at one of the e-commerce merchants in 
the group of e-commerce merchants, where the user who 
completed the transaction was referred to the secondary 
20 referral source by a referral provided by the primary referral 
source, and the user was referred to the e-commerce merchant 
by a referral link provided by the secondary referral source. 
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The means for compensating primary and secondary referral 
sources may include means for assigning equal shares of a 
commission associated with the completion of the e-commerce 
transaction to the primary and secondary referral sources, 

5 means for assigning a majority portion of a commission 
associated with the completion of the e-commerce transaction 
to the primary referral source and assigning a minority 
portion of the commission to the secondary referral source, or 
means for assigning a majority portion of a commission 
ioQ associated with the completion of the e-commerce transaction 

N to the secondary referral source and assigning a minority 

f; portion of the commission to the primary referral source. 

jV? Again, generally speaking, and without intending to 

t: 

O be limiting, another aspect of the invention relates to a 

f=sij 

i4m system for tracking commissions earned by primary referrals 

.—2 

p to, and secondary referrals among, a group of e-commerce 
merchants, the method comprising: a plurality of 
network-accessible primary referral links configured to direct 
network-connected users from a source outside the group of 
20 e-commerce merchants to selected ones of the e-commerce 
merchants in the group of e-commerce merchants, each of the 
primary referral links including a primary referral source 
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identifier that identifies the source of the primary referral 
link; a plurality of network-accessible secondary referral 
links configured to direct network-connected users from 
e-commerce merchants in the group of e-commerce merchants to 

5 other e-commerce merchants in the group of e-commerce 
merchants, each of the secondary referral links including a 
secondary referral source identifier that identifies the 
source of the secondary referral link; and a secondary 
referral processing module, responsive to a network-connected 

icq user's engagement of a secondary referral link to navigate 

S from a first e-commerce merchant in the group of e-commerce 
N 

merchants to second e-commerce merchant in the group of 
j'S e-commerce merchants, and configured to store primary and 
B secondary source identifiers associated with any primary and 
ify secondary referral links utilized by the user to reach the 
p first e-commerce merchant. The secondary referral processing 
module may embed primary and secondary source identifiers 
associated with any primary and secondary referral links 
utilized by the user to reach the first e-commerce merchant in 
20 a navigational link utilized to direct the user to the second 
e-commerce merchant, direct the user from the first 
e-commerce merchant to the second e-commerce merchant through 
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a clearinghouse server and store, at the clearinghouse server, 
primary and secondary source identifiers associated with any 
primary and secondary referral links utilized by the user to 
reach the first e-commerce merchant, and/or send a message to 
a clearinghouse server containing the primary and secondary 
source identifiers associated with any primary and secondary 
referral links utilized by the user to reach the first 
e-commerce merchant. 

Again, generally speaking, and without intending to 
be limiting, another aspect of the invention relates to a 
system for permitting an e-commerce merchant, in a group of 
e-commerce merchants, to earn commissions by referring 
customers to other merchant (s) in the group of e-commerce 
merchants, the method comprising: a catalog processing module 
that allows a user to select product (s) and/or service (s) for 
purchase at the e-commerce merchant's site; a secondary 
referral module, responsive to the user's selection(s) of 
product (s) and/or service (s), and configured to refer the user 
to another e-commerce merchant in the group of e-commerce 
merchants; and a commission processing module, responsive to 
the user's purchase of product (s) and/or service (s) from the 
another e-commerce merchant, and configured to selectively 
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assign a commission associated with the purchase as follows: 
all of the commission to the e-commerce merchant who referred 
the user to the another e-commerce merchant, if the e-commerce 
merchant would not owe commissions to a any referring 
entity (ies) for purchases made by the user from the e-commerce 
merchant, or, if the e-commerce merchant would owe commissions 
to one or more referring entity (ies) for purchases made by the 
user from the e-commerce merchant, part of the commission to 
the e-commerce merchant, and part of the commission to one or 
more of the one or more referring entity (ies) . Assigning part 
of the commission associated with the purchase to the 
e-commerce merchant and part of the commission to one or more 
of the referring entity (ies) may involve assigning a majority 
of the commission to the e-commerce merchant, or assigning a 
majority of the commission to one or more of the referring 
entity ( ies ) . 

Again, generally speaking, and without intending to 
be limiting, another aspect of the invention relates to 
articles-of -manufacture for use in a network-based e-commerce 
environment which includes a merchant network of at least two 
network-connected e-commerce merchants, the 
articles -of -manufacture comprising computer- readable media 
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containing instructions which, when executed, cause one or 
more network-connected computers to: provide a first 
navigational link that allows network-connected users to reach 
a first one of the e-commerce sites in the merchant network; 
provide a second navigational link that allows 
network-connected users to navigate from the first one of the 
e-commerce sites to a second one of the e-commerce sites in 
the merchant network; and compensate entities associated with 
the first and second navigational links when a 
network-connected user utilizes the first navigational link to 
reach the first e-commerce site, utilizes the second 
navigational link to reach the second e-commerce site and 
completes a commercial transaction at the second e-commerce 
site . 

Again, generally speaking, and without intending to 
be limiting, another aspect of the invention relates to 
articles-of-manuf acture for use in a network-based e-commerce 
environment which includes a group of at least two 
ne t wo r k- conne c t ed e-commerce merchants, the 
articles-of-manuf acture comprising computer-readable media 
containing instructions which, when executed, cause one or 
more network-connected computers to: provide a plurality of 



network-accessible primary referral links configured to direct 
network-connected users from a source outside the group of 
e-commerce merchants to selected ones of the e-cornmerce 
merchants in the group of e-commerce merchants, each of the 
5 primary referral links including a primary referral source 
identifier that identifies the source of the primary referral 
link; provide a plurality of network-accessible secondary 
referral links configured to direct network-connected users 
from e-commerce merchants in the group of e-commerce merchants 
up to other e-commerce merchants in the group of e-commerce 
^ merchants, each of the secondary referral links including a 
H secondary referral source identifier that identifies the 

H 

!tf source of the secondary referral link; and, in response to a 
network-connected user's engagement of a secondary referral 
ify link to navigate from a first e-commerce merchant in the group 
□ of e-commerce merchants to a second e-commerce merchant in the 
group of e-commerce merchants, storing primary and secondary 
source identifiers associated with any primary and secondary 
referral links utilized by the user to reach the first 
20 e-commerce merchant. 

Again, generally speaking, and without intending to 
be limiting, another aspect of the invention relates to 
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articles-of-manuf acture for use in a network-based e-commerce 
environment which includes a group of at least two 
network-connected e-commerce merchants, the 
articles-of-manuf acture comprising computer- readable media 
s containing instructions which, when executed, cause one or 
more network-connected computers to: provide a plurality of 
network-accessible primary referral links configured to direct 
network-connected users from a source outside the group of 
e-commerce merchants to selected ones of the e-commerce 

iqi| merchants in the group of e-commerce merchants; provide a 

s n 

plurality of network-accessible secondary referral links 
configured to direct network-connected users from e-commerce 
merchants in the group of e-commerce merchants to other 
□ e-commerce merchants in the group of e-commerce merchants; 

1STJ compensate a primary referral source in response to 
Q completion of an e-commerce transaction at one of the 
e-commerce merchants in the group of e-commerce merchants, 
where the user who completed the transaction was referred to 
the e-commerce merchant by a referral link provided by the 

20 primary referral source; and compensate primary and secondary 
referral sources in response to completion of an e-commerce 
transaction at one of the e-commerce merchants in the group of 
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e-commerce merchants, where the user who completed the 
transaction was referred to the secondary referral source by 
a referral provided by the primary referral source, and the 
user was referred to the e-commerce merchant by a referral 
link provided by the secondary referral source. 

Additional methods, apparatus, and articles-of- 
manufacture in accordance with the invention may utilize 
"cookies" (or other data stored by, or associated with, a 
network-connected computer user) as a principal or 
supplemental ( e.g. , in combination with other techniques) 
means for storing and/or managing referral tracking data, such 
as that associated with the identities of primary and/or 
secondary referral sources. 

Still further aspects of the invention relate to 
alternative combinations, subcombinations or supplemental 
combinations of the various elements, features and aspects of 
the illustrative methods, systems and articles-of-manuf acture 
described above, consistent with, or in furtherance of, the 
objects, advantages and spirit of the instant invention. 
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BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE FIGURES 

Various aspects, features and advantages of the 
instant invention are depicted in the accompanying set 
figures, which is intended to be exemplary, rather than 
limiting, and in which: 

FIG. 1 depicts an exemplary network-based prior-art 

e-cornmerce environment ; 
FIG. 2 depicts an exemplary network-based prior-art 
e-commerce environment, including a plurality 
of primary referral links; 
FIG. 3 depicts an exemplary network-based e-commerce 
environment in accordance with the invention, 
including a plurality of primary referral links 
and secondary referral links; 
FIG. 4 depicts an exemplary network-based e-commerce 
environment, including an enrollment processing 
module . 

FIG. 5 depicts an exemplary network-based e-commerce 
environment in accordance the invention, 
wherein primary and secondary referrals are 
directed through a clearinghouse server; 

FIG. 6 depicts an exemplary network-based e-commercG' 
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environment in accordance the invention, 
wherein referral source information is embedded 
in navigation links; 

FIG. 7 depicts an exemplary network-based e-commerce 
environment in accordance the invention, 
wherein referral source information is sent to 
clearinghouse server though a network-based 
messaging mechanism; and, 

FIG. 8 depicts an exemplary network-based e-commerce 
environment in accordance the invention, 
wherein referral commissions are computed 
without use of a separate clearinghouse server. 

DESCRIPTION OF THE ILLUSTRATIVE EMBODIMENTS 

Various aspects and advantages of the invention will 
now be described, with reference to FIGs. 1-8, in which like 
numbers designate like elements/actions. Referring first to 
FIG. 1, a prior art e-commerce environment includes a 
plurality of e-commerce merchants 1-3 and other network 
objects (shown, illustratively, as web pages 4-5) , all 
accessible via a public-access computer network (not shown) . 
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Referring now to FIG. 2, e-commerce merchants 1-2 are 
now part of a group 21 of e-commerce merchants. Merchant 3 is 
not a part of group 21. A plurality of primary referral links 
22-24 provide a means for web sites 4-5 to refer potential 
5 customers to the e-commerce merchants in group 21. Using 
prior-art techniques, various known systems, methods and/or 
articles-of-manuf acture can be employed to compensate referral 
sources ( e.g. , web sites 4 or 5) when a referred user 
completes a transaction with a merchant in group 21. 

Q 

103 Referring now to FIG. 3, an illustrative e-commerce 

v_ : 

"-J 

-s 

Sjj environment includes at least two e-commerce merchants 1-2 in 

a group 21 of affiliated or related merchants, one or more 

~' non-affiliated or related merchant (s) 3, and a plurality of 

H network-accessible web pages 4-5. Web pages 4-5 

lit 

isN illustratively provide a plurality of primary referral links 
r *' 22-24 to the merchants in group 21. E-commerce merchant 3 
also provides an a primary referral link 33 to merchant 2 in 
group 21. 

Still referring to FIG. 3, a plurality of secondary 
20 referral links 31-32 provide secondary referrals from 
merchants within group 21 to other merchants within group 21. 
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Thus, a user may be referred from web page 5 to e-commerce 
merchant 2 for steaks (using primary referral link 5) , then to 
e-commerce merchant 1 for wine (using secondary referral link 
31), and so on. It should be noted that, in the scenario just 
described, nothing prevents e-commerce merchant 1 from 
referring the referred customer back to e-commerce merchant 2, 
using secondary referral link 32. 

Referring now to FIG. 4, a network-connected 
enrolment processing module 41 is employed to enrol merchants 
in group 21. Enrolment processing module 41 may operate via 
a fully-automated, on-line process, or through a semi- 
automated process. In the semi-automated process, the 
merchant (and potential group 21 member) may provide 
information to enrolment processing module 41 in electronic 
form, but must await some manual action, such as review by a 
customer service representative. Enrolment processing module 
41 may be advantageously used to download 42-43 and/or install 
merchant stub software modules 44-45 at e-commerce merchants 
1-2 enrolled in group 21. Such merchant stub software modules 
are preferably configured to assist in the tracking of 
referrals and/or the detection of commission-generating 
events, such as completed transactions. 
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Referring now to FIG . 5, a network-connected 
clearinghouse server 51 is used to route referrals (primary 
and/or secondary) between source and destination. 
Accordingly, a primary referral link 52a-b from web page 5 to 
e-commerce merchant 2 is illustratively comprised of two 
segments: a first segment 52a links from web page 5 to 
clearinghouse server 51, and a second segment 52b links from 
clearinghouse server 51 to e-commerce merchant 2. Similarly, 
an illustrative secondary referral link 55a-b from e-commerce 
merchant 2 to e-commerce merchant 1 is comprised of two 
segments: a first segment 55a from e-commerce merchant 2 to 
clearinghouse server 51, and a second segment 55b from 
clearinghouse server 51 to e-commerce merchant 1. 
Clearinghouse server 51 preferably operates transparently to 
the user, such that there is no perceptible delay as a 
referral link traverses through clearinghouse server 51 on the 
way to its ultimate destination. By routing referrals through 
clearinghouse server 51, it is possible to maintain records 
(in clearinghouse server 51) of who referred who to whom, and 
when such referrals happened. Such information may then be 
used to determine commissions to be paid to the referral 
source ( s ) . 
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Referring now to FIG. 6, web page 4, e-commerce 
merchant 1 and e-commerce merchant 2 are shown with associated 
id's, "Wl," "Ml" and "M2," respectively. Such id's may be 
advantageously employed, in association with the primary and 

5 secondary referral links, to identify and track referral 
sources. For example, FIG. 6 depicts: (i) embedding of source 
id "Wl" in primary referral link 61 from web page 4 to 
merchant 1; (ii) embedding of referral source id's "W1->M1" in 
secondary referral link 62 from merchant 1 to merchant 2; and 

i6S (iii) embedding of referral source id's "W1->M1->M2" in 

""-4 

y secondary referral link 63 from merchant 2 back to merchant 1. 

H If, as a result of referral link 63, a transaction is 

IjJ 

completed at merchant 1, then merchant l's stub software 44 

i=J. 

|4 can advantageously utilize link 63 ' s referral tracking 

|y 

iN information ( "W1->M1->M2 " ) to determine that "M2" and "Wl" may 

3 S3?. 

H need to be compensated and, if so, in what amounts. 

Referring now to FIG. 7, another alternative referral 
tracking mechanism involves the transmission of referral 
tracking messages 71a, 72a, 73a to a clearinghouse server 51. 
20 Thus, for example, when a user engages primary referral link 
71 to navigate from web page 4 to merchant 1, a message 71a is 
sent to clearinghouse server 51 confirming that said user has 
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navigated from id "Wl" to id "Ml." Such messages may be sent 
by the referral source, destination, or appropriate system 
software. Upon a user's purchase of goods or services from 
merchant 1 in response to referral link 73, clearinghouse 

5 server 51 utilizes information received in messages 71a-73a to 
determine appropriate commission distributions between primary 
and secondary referral sources. 

As an alternative, or a supplement, to the tracking 
mechanisms described above, referral history data can be 

iP stored in the user's computer, in the form of "cookies" or 
t "1 other data records, as is known in the art. 

U Referring now to FIG. 8, which depicts the case in 

I-lJ 

fj! which a primary referral 81, a secondary referral 82 and 
P another secondary referral 83 results in a transaction at e- 

15 1 commerce merchant 1, merchant l's stub software 44 
illustratively generates and sends commission distribution 
messages 84 and 85 to referral sources 4 and 2, respectively, 
indicating the commission that such sources will earn for 
their part in generating merchant l's transaction. 

20 Alternatively, the computation of commissions, and/or 
generation of messages 84 and 85, can be performed by a 
separate clearinghouse server, as previously described. 
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While the foregoing has described and exemplified 
aspects of various embodiments of the present invention, those 
skilled in the art will recognize that alternative elements 
and techniques, and/or combinations and sub-combinations of 
the described elements and techniques, can be substituted for, 
or added to, the embodiments and methods described herein. The 
present invention, therefore, should not be limited to, or 
defined by, the specific apparatus, methods, and articles-of- 
manufacture described herein, but rather by the appended 
claims, which are intended to be construed in accordance with 
well-settled principles of claim construction, including, but 
not limited to, the following: 

Limitations should not be read from the specification or 
drawings into the claims ( e.g. , if the claim calls 
for a "chair, " and the specification and drawings 
show a rocking chair, the claim term "chair" should 
not be limited to a rocking chair, but rather should 
be construed to cover any type of "chair"). 
The words "comprising," "including," and "having" are 
always open-ended, irrespective of whether they 
appear as the primary transitional phrase of a 
claim, or as a transitional phrase within an element 
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or sub-element of the claim ( e.g. , the claim "a 
widget comprising: A; B; and C" would be infringed 
by a device containing 2A T s, B, and 3C f s; also, the 
claim "a gizmo comprising: A; B, including X, Y, and 
Z; and C, having P and Q" would be infringed by a 
device containing 3A's, 2X's, 3Y's, Z, 6P f s, and Q) . 

The indefinite articles "a" or "an" mean "one or more"; 
where, instead, a purely singular meaning is 
intended, a phrase such as "one, " "only one, " or "a 
single," will appear. 

Where the phrase "means for" precedes a data processing 
or manipulation "function," it is intended that the 
resulting means-plus-function element be construed 
to cover any, and all, computer implementation ( s ) of 
the recited "function" using any standard 
programming techniques known by, or available to, 
persons skilled in the computer programming arts. 

A claim that contains more than one computer-implemented 
means-plus-function element should not be construed 
to require that each means-plus-function element 
must be a structurally distinct entity (such as a 
particular piece of hardware or block of code) ; 


rather, such claim should be construed merely to 
require that the overall combination of 
hardware/software which implements the invention 
must, as a whole, implement at least the function (s) 
called for by the claims. 
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